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CHAPTER 1
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As John Fletcher took his final step onto the summit he'd spent four hours trying to reach, he smiled to himself. At 34 years of age, hiking was something he'd often regarded as being in his blood. His father had been a renowned climber of mountains, and had built a following of loyal fans following the release of his written autobiography that read as if he was actually taking his readers along with him on those treks. Did John feel as if he was achieving anything close to what his father had in his lifetime? No. Not at all.

Since his father had passed away five years earlier, John had been on a new journey of his own. He'd grown up completing a diverse range of walking treks with his father, right from when he'd been a small child. There had been nothing strenuous about those walks, but he'd loved them all the same. Somehow his father had always known exactly what would be the right level of hiking that John could endure throughout his childhood years, and subsequently built up those inclines and distances as John had grown and progressed toward adulthood.

Although his father had been a superstar of the hiking and mountain climbing world, that was something John didn't aspire to at all. He loved hiking, but it was something he did only for himself and his own pleasure, not for anyone else, or for any glory. Getting away from the grind and noise of the city was what he loved most about it. He didn't know what made it seem so magical, but magical was exactly how he regarded it. It was a time to reflect on all that was going on in his life, and it was equally the perfect landscape for him to indulge in his greatest passion - writing.

Although his father had gained additional popularity in his later years through writing his memoir about his mountain climbing escapades, John's passion for writing came in the form of novels. There was nothing about his life that he considered would be of interest to readers in a non-fiction sense, but escaping into the world of imagination? Yes, that was far more interesting to write. There were so many journeys he could go on each and every day, without even stepping away from his trusted laptop. Fiction writing - that was where his enthusiasm for writing truly lay. 

Over time, he'd experimented with different genres, and had gained different levels of success from each of them. He didn’t consider himself a famous author by any means, but he did well enough out of sales to be able to live off them in a full time capacity. In that, he knew he was blessed. The loyal readers he'd gained over the years of releasing his nine previously published stories had proven they loved his tales. In his opinion, what could possibly be more important than that?

Finally stepping up onto the top ledge, he took a moment to clear his mind, close his eyes, and then breathe in deeply. For as far as he could see, there were no people, no cars, and nothing that would generate noise other than the soothing sounds that nature provided. To him, that was the ultimate requirement of life - serenity and peace.

After spending some time enjoying the vista in his solitude, he sat down on the smoothest piece of rock, pulled off his backpack, and took out his water bottle, snacks, and laptop. In many ways, pulling out a computer in such surroundings might have seemed a waste of the moment in nature, but it was something that he'd discovered helped with his writing flow. Being completely alone with no distractions in nature was the perfect environment for him. Just as there was no noise of the city, there was also no distraction like there always was in his home, and no having to make conversation with his wife. He sometimes wondered if she felt the same way as he did about their current state of conversation, given that she’d had the option to work from home for several years, but still escaped to her workplace most days.

Oh, yes. His wife. As he took a moment to think about Mandy and all the years they'd spent together, John sighed. Oh, he was happy enough in their marriage, and he equally knew he had nothing to complain about. They'd met young, and they'd both had the dream of how wonderful things would be if they joined their lives in building a home and a family together. The home-building had eventuated, but the family hadn't. For some years following their marriage, they'd both agreed they'd prefer to wait before having kids. By the time they were ready to begin their next phase as parents, they'd been together for five years, and married for three. It was only then that they’d found out that having children wasn’t a part of the universe's plan for them after all.

As he took a long drink of water, John remembered the moment they'd been told his body would never be able to make a child. Although Mandy had tried to reassure him it didn't matter to her, he'd seen that look in her eyes at the moment they'd both received the news. By that time, her enthusiasm for becoming a mother had grown and heightened. By then, she'd been more than ready to walk away from her career and instead indulge in being a full-time mother. To hear that her husband couldn't give her a baby after all must have been devastating for her. She'd never said any such thing to him, but John had never stopped suspecting she must have been truly heartbroken by that news – heartbroken but afraid to say or show it.

Since that time, they'd stayed together and, for the most part, had remained happy. After short conversations about other options for becoming parents - adoption or sperm donation - they'd decided to give up the idea of parenthood and instead embark upon a life ahead with no children. Although John had often tried to reassure her he would be happy for them to have a child that wasn't his biological offspring, Mandy had remained resolute in her words - she was fine with no kids. She had a large family that had already provided her with lots of nieces and nephews. She'd remained adamant that, for her, they would be enough.

Taking one final swig of his water, John pushed aside the memories that often tried to distract him. It wasn't time to dwell on the past. It was time to write. That was his present, and that was his long-term future. Dwelling on the past never did any good. It couldn't be changed or undone. It was dull and dead with no life left in it. The future, in contrast, was alive and exciting with endless possibilities. Even just the thought of that made him grin as he once again took in the beauty that surrounded him.

Switching on his laptop and opening up his current manuscript, he felt invigoration flow over him again. Although he’d just recently had another book released, what he was currently working on was almost finished and that work, he knew, was going to be his best seller yet. Every time he read through what he’d already written, he grew excited. Only a couple more chapters to go and then he’d be able to sit back and see the months pass till the day when he would finally reach a bestseller list that every author craved to be on but he’d never quite reached.

Yes, it was a good life he had, and he did love writing. It gave him a special place to turn negative thoughts into positive ones, and live a life of pretend, shutting out the harsh realities that were constantly around him. He’d always known he was meant to be a writer, and truly anticipated and hoped he would be able to do it until the day he died. 

He didn't realize, as he punched those keys and watched the text flow across the pages in front of him, that the universe had exactly that planned for him, not far off into the future, but instead that very day. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Special Agent Ashley Power felt her adrenaline kick in as she entered the office building that housed the Bureau of Investigation. She'd had a few days off since the end of the previous case she'd worked on and, as always, had enjoyed her time of solitude. It was always needed for her after an investigation ended, and she was continuously grateful to her boss for letting her have that time after every case. She didn't know anyone else who felt solitude was not only required but also therapeutic after they'd finished an investigation, but she made no apologies to anyone for being someone who did.

“Ready for a new adventure, Partner?” she heard a familiar voice call out from behind her as she walked through the sterile corridor toward her supervisor's office.

“Special Agent Timothy Moore, you know very well that I am!” she said as she grinned at the person she'd worked most cases with in recent times. “And you?”

“Oh, I know you're ready for working with me, Ash!” Tim replied, teasing her just as he always did.

“And you know that wasn't what I was asking,” Ashley replied as she rolled her eyes at him. 

Tim chuckled as he caught up to her and fell into step beside her. They had very different personalities, he knew, but they also seemed to work well together. It wasn't always how things went when paired up with someone, but he was continuously happy to have been paired with her. 

“I won't waste too much of your time going over all of this,” they both heard their supervisor, Sarah Johnson, say as they entered her office. “Here's the file. You're booked onto a flight that closes in two hours, so best you get going and read this on the way.”

“Wow, Boss, that's succinct, even for you,” Tim said, grinning. 

“Don't even think about giving me a hard time today, Moore,” Sarah replied, knowing just how much joy the agent standing before her got out of teasing her whenever he could. In truth, she didn't mind it at all, but she did try hard to not let him know that.

“There's nothing more you want to tell us, Sarah?” Ashley asked after giving Tim a mock glare. He was a good agent and they got on well, but he certainly had his moments where she felt he could work much harder to keep his mouth shut. “Apart from what's in the file, I mean.”

“Nope! It's a murder - definite and not just suspected - and you guys are just the agents for the job,” Sarah replied. “And I mean it when I say you need to get going. I've managed to get you seats on flights as soon as possible, so please go ahead and do just that - get going as soon as possible. Organize a cab to get to the airport and bill it to me. You know the drill.”

Ashley nodded and didn't ask any more questions. Her supervisor was usually serious, but not quite as serious as she seemed at that moment. In another time, Ashley might have asked Sarah if everything was alright with her. The current expression on Sarah's face told Ashley it might be a preferred option to simply follow instructions and get out of there. 

Out in the hallway, the two agents fell in step beside one another again.

“I haven't seen her like that before,” Ashley said, making sure to keep her voice hushed. “Have you?”

“No,” Tim said, not trying to deliver any witty one-liners he often did when he and Ashley were assigned a new case. As much as he sometimes teased his supervisor, he, too, had sensed something wasn't quite right. “She’s not one to talk about feelings and personal stuff. Best thing we can do is focus on this investigation so she doesn't have to worry about this, at least.”

“Agreed,” Ashley said. “Usual order of things then?” she asked him, knowing there was no need to.

Tim grinned at her as they made their way out of the exterior doors of the building. 

“Yeah?” he asked. “Or maybe today...” he added on, knowing full well that Ashley would jump on his words.

“No!” Ashley said, chuckling. 

Tim laughed out loud.

“One day,” he said, teasing her. He always hinted at him being the one to drive. Ashley always bit hard in her response, telling him that he absolutely never would.

“No day,” Ashley said, shaking her head but enjoying the pointless but friendly banter. “Anyway, I've got my gear in my car. I'll follow you to your place and leave my car there if that's okay with you.”

“Yep,” Tim said before they walked off in their separate directions in the vast Bureau carpark. 

It wasn't often that they got to fly to wherever they were going to work on a case. Although Tim had often teased Sarah about him and Ashley flying instead of driving, as he contemplated the absence of the usual lengthy time in a car with his partner, he felt a little out of sorts over the discovery. Even though Ashley was his work partner and they always spent a lot of time together when working on cases, there’d always been something comforting about her presence on the many long drives they'd completed before. 

Pushing the thought aside, he refocused on what he had to do. With his cabin bag already packed and in his car, all he had to do was grab it and make sure his and Ashley's cars were secure at his home, and then head off. Nice and easy. 
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CHAPTER 3 
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“Agents, thanks for coming all this way to help out,” Ashley and Tim heard as they entered the small police station at their destination. “Sergeant Stuart Lind,” he added as he held out his hand to each of them. 

“From what we've read about the situation, it seems like a bit of a mystery, this one, Sergeant,” said Tim. “You have a body in a somewhat unorthodox location?”

“Yes, it was a surprise to the people who saw it and called it in, but I can't deny that it surprised me as well,” Stuart said. “Last I checked, the body is still where it was found. I can take you there now if you want to come with me, or else you can follow in your own vehicle. It's about a 40 minute drive so, if we go in my car, you can ask me any questions you have on the way.”

“That would be wonderful, thank you,” Ashley said as she smiled at him. He seemed personable and welcoming. That certainly wasn't always the way things went, even though all she and Tim ever tried to do was help on a case. She didn't mind the idea of leaving the rental car at the station either. 

Once settled into the large police cruiser and on their way, Ashley turned to face the sergeant again. 

“We've read what was provided to us by the Bureau, but most of what's in our notes was from early this morning,” she said. “Can you fill us in on the situation as it stands now?”

“There could be an update once we get there, but there won't be too much to add, I suspect,” Stuart replied. “Early this morning, a couple were walking along a same stretch of beach that they do each morning. It was actually their dog that alerted them to something being different from their last walk. They said that, at first, they didn't know what he was barking at - or about. After a while they noticed he was looking up the cliff face, rather than at anything on the beach. When they looked up, they saw it. Said they assumed it was only a mannequin, put up there by some young mischief makers, but then guessed the dog wouldn't have noticed so much if it was just a large bit of plastic hanging there,” he said. “When they called it in, they admitted to the call center worker that they weren't sure if it was a real body, but thought they should report it just in case.”

“Definitely not a mannequin then,” Ashley surmised.

“No, Siree!” Stuart said. “As far as I know, nobody’s been able to get a proper close up look at it yet, but there's no doubt that it is a human body hanging from that tree.”

“Which, I’m guessing, means there won’t be any determination on the cause of death yet?” Tim asked. 

“At this stage, it's still assumed that the person was hung at the location, but we'll know better once the body’s taken down,” Stuart replied. “Getting to that point will take some planning and coordination, due to the situation of the victim, but I don't think there'll be any rush. There's plenty to think about before we even get to the body. When we get to the location, I'm sure you'll agree.”

As Ashley pondered all that the sergeant had told them, she felt her intrigue grow. Although she and Tim both had experience attending scenes and working on murder investigations, it wasn't a usual type of case for them to be assigned to. It was, of course, a common enough type of case for law enforcement to investigate - and the Bureau - but she didn't mind quietly admitting to herself that she preferred the cases where she didn't have to witness just how horrid human beings could be toward one another, and the level of pain that was so often subjected. It was the job she’d chosen as her long time career, and the job she chose to continue to do, despite what she had to see, but she was also only human. Although it was unrealistic to do so, it was easy to wish for a life where humans were only ever nice to one another.

Settling back into her seat, she cast aside thoughts of how a society of kindness might look, and silently prepared herself for whatever reality she was about to have to look at. 
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“With the victim still in the place they were spotted, would you prefer to see the scene from where it was noticed, down on the sand, or would you like to go straight to the cliff face where the victim remains?” Sergeant Lind asked a long time later. 

“I'd firstly quite like to see the scene from the point of view of the people who called it in, if that's okay, Sergeant,” Ashley replied before turning to face Tim. “What do you think, Special Agent Moore?”

“Yeah, it's most likely we'll want to spend more time as close to the scene as possible, so beginning down on the beach sounds like the best option to me,” Tim agreed. It wasn't usual to have to view crime scenes from viewpoints so far apart. His curiosity was more than a little piqued with the closer they got to whatever they were about to see.

Climbing out of the police cruiser at their first destination, Ashley caught a glance from Tim. She knew the look well. It was his way of silently saying to her, 'get ready because here we go'. The sentiment might not have meant anything to anyone else, but she did always appreciate the way he could always check in and give her just that added burst of confidence, simply by one silent glance.

“This is the carpark that's open to the public for access to the beach,” they heard Sergeant Lind say as he moved to stand near the agents.

“Is there any other access to this beach, Sergeant?” Ashley asked.

“Well, it's a pretty long beach,” Stuart replied. “Like any section of the coast, there's pedestrian access all along the sand dunes, for anyone who doesn’t mind fighting their way through the vegetation. You know how it goes with beaches - people just wander all over the place. But as far as vehicles go, yes, this is the only point at which someone could park their car close to the beach and the water. Come this way. It's a little bit of a walk, but not too far.”

Stepping out onto the sand, Ashley glanced up at the cliff face towering above. It appeared to be comprised mostly of stone, with little dirt or plant life that was visible from where they walked. As they turned around a bend, the sight she'd been curious about finally came into her view. 

“Oh, wow,” she said as she stopped walking. “That is certainly something you don't see every day.”

Seeing her expression and hearing the tone of her voice, Tim glanced at Ashley and then moved his line of sight to the direction she was looking. 

“Oh,” he said when he finally saw what had captured her attention.

High up on the cliff face, they could easily see a large tree that seemed to have grown out of the cliff face almost horizontally. Attached to it was the shape of a human body, hanging from one of the long, thick branches.

“This is the spot where the couple saw the body from?” Ashley asked and saw the sergeant nod.

“About ten yards ahead, but yes, very close to here,” Stuart replied. “It's easy to see why they were hesitant to state it was definitely a human body. From this angle, it isn't necessarily easy to identify if it is, or if it might be a mannequin, as they originally thought it most likely would be.”

“True,” Tim agreed. 

Although it was difficult to see any true detail about the scene, Ashley took her time to stand still and look up the cliff face. 

“That’s pretty steep, and there’s hardly anywhere to get grip for footing from here up to there,” she said. “I'm guessing that, whoever put the victim up there, hasn’t done it from down at this level.”

“We don't believe so but, as yet, anything is possible,” the sergeant replied. 

“And the couple who reported it in?” asked Tim. “Are they still here?”

“No,” Sergeant Lind said. “They phoned and told us about it after they got back to their home. I have their address so you can talk to them later if you need to.”

“Yes, I would like that very much,” said Ashley, not shifting her view from the cliff face. “I can certainly understand their uncertainty about whether it’s a person or not.”

“It's a pretty odd place to hang a body,” Tim added. “It's hard to know if they intended for it to be seen or not. I mean, would anyone else have even noticed that?”

“Well, like I said, it was actually their dog barking that made them even look up,” Sergeant Lind replied. “Whether or not they - or anyone else - would have glanced up and seen that as they were strolling along the beach, nobody can know for sure.”

After Ashley took in what little detail she could from where they stood on the sand, she finally glanced at him again.

“It’s a nice beach, but you said it's possible to see the victim from another angle, Sergeant?” she asked.

“Yes, I can drive you up there now,” Sergeant Lind said before turning and beginning to walk back toward the car. “There are already people up there, doing some scene work.”

On the drive up the winding dirt road that took them up to their second viewpoint, everyone remained quiet. Once the car was stopped and all got out, Ashley and Tim prepared themselves for whatever the scene was going to look like close up.

“It's a bit of a hike down from the road,” both agents heard Sergeant Lind say as he pointed in the direction he then began to walk. 

After they'd been walking for quite a distance, Tim stopped and looked back to where they'd come from.

“That's a long way for someone to carry a body,” he said. “Assuming they carried our victim, since there are no tyre tracks or drag marks. Is there another way to get to the point where we're heading?”

“Not that we've been able to identify,” the sergeant replied. “Of course, it's a broad piece of land so someone could have brought in the victim from any angle, but no, there’s no other access point for a vehicle other than that gate, at least.”

Ashley remained silent as she took in all details that she could, glancing forwards and backward, taking her time to get a feel for the environment they were in, and the layout of the land compared to where the road and parking areas were. 

“Where I'm taking you is the closest point we were able to get to the victim earlier,” Sergeant Lind said. 

Finally Ashley and Tim could both see a sight that surprised them. They were close to the edge of a cliff, but, having witnessed the scene from the beach, it wasn’t the height that surprised them. No, it was the human body hanging from the large almost-horizontal tree that did that.

“Oh,” Tim exclaimed as he took in the sight. They were nowhere close to the tree that the victim hung from, and it was difficult to see just how anyone could get to it. “Putting a body out there can’t have been an easy thing to do,” he added as he stopped walking and began absorbing details in his view.

“No, it looks like someone must have been on a pretty strong mission of determination to even risk it,” the sergeant replied. “One wrong step and that’s a pretty steep fall!”

For a long while, Ashley was speechless. She'd been subjected to seeing bodies in a range of conditions and positions. The difficulty the perpetrator must have had to overcome to get the victim to where he hung prompted her to try and figure out how it could have been done at all.

“And there's definitely no direct way down to the beach from here?” she asked, not at all keen to lean too far out to see the steepness of the cliff face from the height they were at. 

“No, not from here,” said Stuart. “What are you thinking?”

Hearing the curiosity in her voice, Tim turned and studied Ashley's face. She was already thinking and assessing. Although hours had passed since the two of them had been assigned the case, he could tell it was right in that moment that the investigation was going to truly begin. 

“What's your thoughts so far?” he asked as he approached her. “It's certainly not an easy place to leave a body.”

“No, it would take someone with huge strength and a high level of skill to lift someone out there,” Ashley agreed. “Is the medical examiner here, Sergeant?”

“Here!” she heard a female voice call out. After approaching the agents, Ashley watched the woman hold out her hand. “Hi, I'm Tracy Pemberton.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Ms...”

“Uh uh,” the woman said as she wagged her finger at Ashley. “In my job, I'm professional, but I don't do formal as far as name usage goes. Just Tracy.”

“Okay, Tracy,” Ashley said, grinning. She didn't often feel skilled in establishing rapport with people. It was easy to see that the woman who'd approached them might have an ease about her that anyone would be drawn to. “Even though the body hasn't yet been taken down, is there anything at all you can tell us about the victim at this stage? Any possibility of suicide?”

“It's a bit hard to give a method of death yet, without being able to get too close to him, but I'd guess - and it is only a pure guess at this stage - he's been hanging there for possibly a couple of days. Like I say, I can't be sure yet, and this initial assumption could be proved completely wrong once I can examine him, but that's my first impression guess.”

“Well, your first impression guess is better than nothing at all, so thanks for that,” said Tim before the woman smiled at both of them and then turned to return to where she could better see what was happening. “Two days?” Tim muttered to Ashley. “Has anyone been reported missing in this area over the past few days, Sergeant?” he asked Stuart Lind.

“No,” the sergeant replied as he shook his head. “On first receipt of the report coming in, we looked through all calls and reports for the past week. Nobody’s reported a loved one missing at all from around this region for a couple of years.”

“Maybe someone from another town then?” Tim pondered. 

“Could be,” Ashley agreed. “It’d be odd for nobody to notice someone missing though, even if this guy wasn't married or in a relationship. Unless he was a complete loner, he must have had friends or family, or a workplace...”

“Maybe before, but lots of people are working from their homes now,” Tim said. “It's not as common for people to have to go out to work as it used to be.”

“Yet another flow-on from recent worldwide events that makes things difficult - people not being noticed as quickly if they've gone missing,” Ashley agreed as she felt a shiver pass through her body at the thought.

“Hmm,” Tim voiced as he pondered what she'd said. It was true, but it wasn't a nice consideration at all. Just how many people could be missing because they no longer went into a physical workplace anymore? The thought was not a good one, and definitely not something to concentrate on at that moment. “Okay, let's not dwell on that. Where exactly are we going to start with this one, Ash?”

“The scene,” Ashley replied as she began to walk closer to where several people were standing, all appearing to assess the logistics of how to get the victim down.

Tim followed her lead. There were a variety of law enforcement personnel chatting amongst themselves, pointing at the tree and the body now and then as each threw into their conversation how they were going to remove the victim from their current location. The place for Ashley and Tim to start was investing time into talking to everyone who was already there. 
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That evening, Ashley watched Tim as he spoke on the phone. They'd spent hours at the scene, asking questions and talking to everyone who'd been there, before being told that the body was finally coming down, thanks to some assistance from a local firefighting crew. Although Ashley couldn't hear the conversation Tim was having, she could tell by his face that something had happened to kick start their investigation.

“What?” she asked when he hung up the phone and smiled at her. She knew he'd keep smiling at her and giving her nothing if she didn't nudge him. It was one of the many ways he liked to tease her - or annoy her, depending on which way she looked at it.

“Our victim has been removed from where he was hanging, and is now with the M.E - Tracy Pemberton,” Tim finally told her. 

“That was her on the phone?” Ashley asked.

“Yep,” said Tim. “She said she'll be doing her examination over the next few hours, and DNA testing is being expedited overnight. She suggested we call in there tomorrow morning to learn her findings.”

“Okay,” said Ashley. “We don't have much to go on for our first day, do we,” she added in almost a whisper.

“True but everyone has been waiting most of the day to just try and get to the body, Ash,” Tim reminded her. “Sometimes things are slow to get started. I'm sure that once we talk to Tracy in the morning, we'll have something to go on. DNA is always...”

“Sometimes!” Ashley exclaimed. “DNA is sometimes useful - but only if the victim, or someone related to them, is in the system for some reason.”

“Worry not, Partner,” Tim said, grinning. “I've got a good feeling about this one. Tomorrow morning, we'll know who our victim is, and then we'll have a better understanding about which direction to go next.”

Ashley smiled at him. There were never any guarantees in any investigation, but she always appreciated that whenever she was disappointed a case hadn't yet started to gain any momentum, Tim always tried to keep her positive. He could be a joker, and he could be excessively annoying, but, on many occasions, he'd shown his caring and supportive side. It made it all the easier to work with him, no matter how long it took for them to solve a case. 

“Alright, well, one thing we do know for certain right now is where he’s been hanging,” she said. “Let's go online and do some research into that beach and cliff face. Whether the victim was alive when he was hung from that tree, or he was already dead, somebody went to a lot of trouble to put the victim there. What I'm most curious about is why? What’s so significant about that particular spot, that someone would go to that much trouble to put the body up there? I mean, what exactly were they trying to prove by doing that?”

“Good point,” said Tim as he started up his laptop. “We saw first hand today how difficult it was for a team of people to just formulate a plan to get the body down without doing too much harm to any evidence it might provide. How did the killer get the guy up there in the first place though? In fact, how did he even get to that tree?”

“Let alone do so while carrying a body...” Ashley added. “I think this one is going to be quite a puzzle, Special Agent Timothy Moore!”

Tim grinned at her. In her voice, he could hear the change in her mood. Many times over their years of working together, he'd seen her begin to get despondent, showing signs that she felt like she was failing on a case. He knew the tone of her voice when that happened. He was glad that he equally knew when her enthusiasm and confidence was re-animated.

“I think you might be right,” he said to her, happy to see her look more confident and eager to get on with it. “Okay, well, we need to see the medical examiner pretty early in the morning, so let's get on with this and see what we can find out about this place.”

Ashley eagerly moved her chair closer to where he sat. Maybe it would be slower starting than previous cases. That didn't mean it wouldn't challenge them just as much. It also didn't mean they wouldn't be able to solve it. 

With newfound enthusiasm, she pushed all negative thought from her mind and began to study the screen. Whether at the scene they'd been found, or somewhere entirely different, someone had been killed. Out in the world somewhere, someone must have been waiting to find out what had happened to the victim, wondering where they are. They must have.
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CHAPTER 6
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“Good morning, Agents,” Medical Examiner, Tracy Pemberton, said when she saw Tim and Ashley enter her work area the following morning. “It's good to see you again.”

“Good morning, Tracy,” said Ashley. “I’m guessing it might have been a long night for you?”

“It sure was, but that's pretty typical around here,” Tracy replied as she delivered a smile that didn’t mask her tiredness. “I don't mind that though. Some days are hectic. Others are quiet. It all evens out in the end,” she added. “Now, I’m sure you’ll both have some questions for me, but I think you will agree this one is the most important, because there was no need to use DNA for his identity at all. Turns out it’s easier to identify him than most I see in here.”

Ashley accepted the folder that was passed into her hands. Opening it up, her eyes instantly fell to the top of the first page.

“John Fletcher,” she read out loud before turning and looking at Tim. “We have a name.”

“John Fletcher?” Tim asked. “Why does that name sound so familiar to me?”

“It’s a name that many know well. Do you read much, Agent?" Tracy asked, her eyes twinkling with a sliver of amusement.

“A bit ... and please call me Tim.”

“Alright, Tim,” Tracy said, nodding at him. “John Fletcher is an author. I haven't read any of his books, but I do remember my mother talking about one of them.”

“Author ... right!” Tim said, casting his mind back to the books he might have read that had been written by the victim. “I think he wrote ... Surf City? Hmm, I think that was him.”

“And?" Ashley asked. She wanted to get on with the more important details, but couldn't deny being curious about the kinds of books Tim read but had never mentioned. “Thoughts about it?”

“I'm not sure it was very memorable,” said Tim. “But this is him? If there was a photo of him on the book I read, I can’t say I actually looked at it, but he doesn't look very old.”

“No,” Tracy said as she walked the agents over to where John Fletcher lay. “His death has happened definitely before his time. He was fit and healthy. Absolutely nothing out of the ordinary as far as his body and general health are concerned.”

“Can you tell us if he was alive or not when he was hung up, Tracy?” Ashley asked, looking at the marks on his neck. 

“Alive,” Tracy replied. 

“Someone was able to not only carry him to that tree, but do so when he was alive?” Tim asked, surprised. “Are there signs that he fought his attacker at all? He was alive and alert?”

“Yes ... and no,” said Tracy. “I believe he was still alive, but my examination did reveal he'd received quite a blow to the head before he passed.”

“Knocked out?” Tim asked.

“That is my belief,” Tracy
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